Merriam Mountains Project
Environmental Impact Report Summary

SUMMARY

S.1 Project Synopsis

This executive summary includes descriptions of the two primary actions analyzed in this EIR.
The first action is an amendment to the County Circulation Element changing the classification
of Deer Springs Road. The second action is all of the discretionary actions associated with
implementation of the Merriam Mountains Specific Plan. In this executive summary, the
Circulation Element Amendment is generally described first since action on the Circulation
Element Amendment is a predicate action to actions on the Specific Plan.

Location

The Merriam Mountains Project — Circulation Element Amendment (Circulation Element
Amendment) consists of approximately 40 acres located generally along the stretch of Deer
Springs Road from Champagne Boulevard to the City of San Marcos city limits and the planned
segment of Buena Creek Road extending from the intersection of Sugarbush Drive/Buena Creek
Road to Deer Springs Road/Sarver Lane.

The remainder of the proposed Merriam Mountains Project (Merriam) consists of approximately
2,327 ac. located within the Merriam Mountains of northern San Diego County (see Figure 1.1-
1). The cities of Escondido and San Marcos are approximately 1 mi. south of the project. The site
is bordered by Interstate 15 (I-15) to the east, Deer Springs Road (S12) to the south, and Twin
Oaks Valley Road to the west; a small portion of the western edge of the site is traversed by
Twin Oaks Valley Road, and the northeast corner of the site is traversed by Lawrence Welk
Drive. Gopher Canyon Road is located approximately 1 mi. north of the site (see Figures 1.1-1
and 1.1-2). Merriam is located immediately north of the portion of the Circulation Element
Amendment affecting Deer Springs Road from the I-15 interchange to Mountain Meadows
Parkway.

Setting

The project area lies within the central portion of the Merriam Mountains, a narrow chain of low
mountains generally running north to south with a variety of east to west trending ridgelines and
scattered peaks. These mountains originate near the northern end of the urban parts of the City of
Escondido and are bordered by Gopher Canyon Road to the north, I1-15 to the east, and Twin
Oaks Valley Road to the west. Land uses surrounding the project area include large-lot single-
family residences and avocado groves to the north, west, and south. Existing uses to the south,
including a mobile home park, are separated from the site by Deer Springs Road. Existing uses to
the east are separated from the site by 1-15. South of the site are avocado groves, a nursery,
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vacant parcels, and the Golden Door Spa and Resort. Lawrence Welk Village, a 600 ac. vacation
resort facility, is located across from the project area on the east side of 1-15. Condominium
retirement communities are also associated with the Welk Resort San Diego. Other development
in the area includes Hidden Meadows, which is a country town of approximately 6,472 residents
and 853 dwelling units (du) located on the hills east of 1-15 above the Welk Resort. A large
granite quarry is located to the north, near the southern tributary to Gopher Canyon. These
existing land uses are depicted on Figure 3.5-1 as part of the land use analysis in Section 3.5 of
the EIR.

The undeveloped project site contains natural features of scenic value and unique visual
characteristics, such as rugged topography and significant rock outcroppings. The elevation on
the site ranges from about 800 ft above mean sea level (AMSL) near the intersection of Deer
Springs Road and 1-15 to about 1,765 ft AMSL in the north-central portion of the property. The
site is currently undeveloped and the dominant vegetation is Southern Mixed Chaparral.
Although the project area is primarily undeveloped, features of note are an existing greenhouse,
located along the southern boundary; a number of dirt roads and trails that provide access to each
parcel; and service roads for the existing water infrastructure that crisscross the project site.
Runoff from the project area flows either west to the South Fork of Gopher Canyon, east to the
South Fork of Moosa Canyon, or southerly to San Marcos Creek. Over the years, portions of the
Merriam Mountains have been used for various activities that have left their marks on the
character of the site, including a rock quarry and a private landing strip. Existing uses on and
near the project site are also shown on Figure 3.5-1.

Description

Circulation Element Amendment: The Circulation Element Amendment proposes three
modifications to the County of San Diego Circulation Element: (1) reclassification of Deer
Springs Road from a four-lane Major Road to a six-lane Prime Arterial between Champagne
Boulevard and the City of San Marcos city limit/Twin Oaks Valley Road; (2) deletion of the
planned Circulation Element roadway segment of Buena Creek Road extending westerly from its
intersection with Deer Springs Road; and (3) elimination of the planned bicycle path along the
segment of Buena Creek Road described in (2). These modifications to Sheet 2 of 8
(Rainbow/Palomar) of the County of San Diego Circulation Element Map are shown on Figure
9.1.1-B. Chapter 9 discusses and analyzes the potential environmental impacts of the Circulation
Element Amendment. The Circulation Element Amendment is necessary for the accommodation
of traffic that would be generated by the existing Land Use Element of the General Plan, even
without additional traffic generated by development of Merriam.
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Merriam Mountains Specific Plan: Merriam proposes to develop a master-planned community
integrating residential, commercial, recreational, and open space land uses. Merriam will allow a
maximum of 2,700 du with an overall density of 1.16 du per acre. Residential density within the
planning areas ranges from 0.2 to 22.0 gross du per acre. The higher-density planning areas are
in Neighborhood 1, which is the gateway to the Merriam project area at the Deer Springs Road/l-
15 interchange. The lower-density planning areas are located in the north-central and northern
portions of the property, adjacent to the more semi-rural uses adjoining the site. To ensure
compatibility with the rural character of Twin Oaks Valley, Bonsall, and Hidden Meadows, and
to provide consistency with the proposed North County Multiple Species Conservation Program
(NCMSCP), approximately 1,192 ac. of Biological Open Space would be retained in the northern
and eastern portions of the project area.

The proposed Merriam Mountains Specific Plan (SP) will include policies and programs for the
preservation and ongoing viability of the natural open space and direction for the development of
1,149 single-family detached units; 1,271 variable residential density (detached and
attached/owned) units; 270 multifamily dwelling (apartment/rented) units; 10 estate residences;
10.1 ac. of neighborhood commercial space; 37 parks; 18.3 mi. of trails; and associated
community facilities and infrastructure. Approximately 1,729 ac. within the project area would
be designated as permanent open space, including 1,192 ac. of Biological Open Space and 537
acres of other open space areas (including fuel modification zones (FMZs)), natural parks,
internal Resource Protection Ordinance wetlands, water quality basins, and isolated natural open
space acres).

Merriam is located within the service areas of the Bonsall Union Elementary School District (K-
8), Fallbrook Union High School District (9—-12), San Marcos Unified School District (K-12),
Escondido Union School District (K-8), and Escondido Union High School District (9-12).
Approximately 2,245 ac. are within the service boundary of the Vallecitos Water District (VWD)
and the remaining approximately 81 ac. are in the Rainbow Municipal Water District (RMWD)
for water and sewer service. The County of San Diego Sheriff Department’s San Marcos
Substation would service the project area. Deer Springs Fire Protection District (DSFPD) would
provide fire and emergency response services to 2,311 ac. in the northern portion of the site, and
the San Marcos Fire Department (SMFD) would provide services to 16 ac. in the southernmost
portion of the site (see Figure 4.1-2).

S.2 Summary of Significant Effects and Mitigation Measures that Reduce or Avoid
the Significant Effects

Table S-1 provides a summarized impact analysis, mitigation, and the level of significance after
mitigation for each significant environmental effect for the General Plan Amendment/Circulation
Element addressed in Chapter 9 of the EIR. Table S-2 provides a summarized impact analysis,
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mitigation, and the level of significance after mitigation for each significant environmental effect
for the Merriam Mountains Specific Plan addressed in Chapters 2 and 3 of the EIR.

S.3 Areas of Controversy

Areas of controversy are considered to include the following:

. Location of the proposed planned community

. Compatibility with regional land-use plans and programs
. Compatibility with surrounding land uses

o Transportation and traffic

o Wildfire danger.

S.4 Issues to be Resolved by the Decision-Making Body

Issues to be resolved by the decision-making body include the following:

o Whether the Merriam SP is a conservation and resource protection plan environmentally
superior to what could be developed through strict adherence to the Resource Protection
Ordinance (RPO)

. Whether the Merriam site is an appropriate location for a new planned community

. Whether the Merriam SP best achieves the County of San Diego’s goals and policies to
accommodate growth in a balanced and environmentally sensitive manner?

S5 Project Alternatives

A summary description of each project alternative and the rationale for the preference of the
proposed project over the alternatives is listed below.

Alternative Description

No Project/No With implementation of the No Project/No Development Alternative, development would not occur as
Development (see proposed. The No Project/No Development Alternative would avoid the following impacts associated
Section 5.2) with the proposed project: (1) significant and unavoidable impacts to air quality, traffic, mineral

resources, noise, and cultural resources; (2) significant but mitigated impacts to aesthetics, biological
resources, land use, hazards, hydrology, and geology; and (3) less than significant impacts to public
services, agricultural resources, and recreation. Although this alternative avoids a number of
significant environmental impacts, it does not meet five of the six project objectives, including
Objectives 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6. The No Project/No Development Alternative would not accommodate
existing and projected regional housing demand, conserve biological resources, or create recreational
opportunities. Because no development would occur, this alternative also would not meet the
objective of providing a compatible community design or constructing a viable planned community.
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Alternative Description

For these reasons, the proposed project is preferred over the No Project/No Development Alternative.
No Project/Existing With implementation of the No Project/Existing General Plan Alternative, 345 dwelling units could be
General Plan (see constructed along with 27.2 ac of industrial and 3.5 ac of general commercial development. The No
Section 5.3) Project/Existing General Plan Alternative would avoid significant and unavoidable impacts identified

under the proposed project for air quality, mineral resources, and noise, but not for traffic and cultural
resources. Although this alternative avoids or reduces some significant unavoidable impacts, it does
not meet five of the six project objectives, including Objectives 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6. Under this alternative,
project Objective 1 would not be fully met, as less housing would be constructed to meet regional
demand and affordable housing would not be provided. This alternative would not meet project
Objective 2, as a variety of residential land uses would not be provided per a compatible community
design. In addition, this alternative would not meet project Objective 3 to the degree afforded by the
proposed project, as the alternative would not result in conservation of the 1,192-acre Biological Open
Space in the Merriam Mountains core area consistent with the National Community Conservation
Planning Act of 1991 (NCCP) and the draft NCMSCP. Project Objective 5, which consists of providing
accessible recreational opportunities, would also not be met under this alternative, as the
opportunities for recreational facilities would be limited. Project Objective 6 would not be met under
this alternative, as a master-planned community would not be provided. For these reasons, the No
Project/Existing General Plan Alternative does not meet the project objectives listed in Section 1.2,
and the proposed project is, therefore, preferred.

785-Unit Reduced This alternative assumes development of about 785 dwelling units and 5 ac of commercial
Footprint Alternative development. The commercial development would be located in the southwest portion of the project
(see Section 5.4) site adjacent to Deer Springs Road. This alternative would not include affordable housing and a

variety of residential land uses (Objectives 1 and 2). In addition, the biological open space to the north
of the development area would not be permanently preserved in connection with the project, but it
would be subject to future planning and discretionary development approvals. This alternative would
not meet project Objective 3 of preserving a large block of habitat providing east-west connectivity
and contributing to a potential NCMSCP preserve. This alternative would not include recreational
trails, equestrian trails and outlooks in the northern portion of the project site and, therefore, would not
meet the goal of providing the recreational facilities to the public (Objective 5). As this alternative does
not meet a majority of the project objectives, the proposed project is preferred.

1300-Unit Reduced This alternative assumes development with about 1,300 dwelling units. The commercial development

Footprint Alternative would be reduced in size from 10 ac to 5 ac and would be located in the southeast portion of the

(see Section 5.5) project site. This alternative avoids or substantially lessens several significant unavoidable impacts
anticipated with the proposed project, including impacts to air quality and mineral resources. It results
in reduced impacts to aesthetics, biological resources, and land use, all of which are less than
significant for the proposed project. It results in less than significant impacts (similar to the project) to
hazards, hydrology, and water quality. Noise and traffic impacts would also be less but would remain
significant and unavoidable under this alternative. However, this alternative would not meet project
Objectives 1, 2, 3, and 5. This alternative would not include affordable housing and a variety of
residential land uses (Objectives 1 and 2). It would not provide enough commercial development to
serve both proposed development and broader community needs (Objective 1). The northern portion
of the site would not be placed in biological open space; therefore, permanent preservation of 1,192
ac of biological resources would not be assured. The configuration of the 710-acre biological preserve
in the southern half of the site would contribute to the draft NCMSCP, but not to the same extent as
the project. Therefore, this alternative does not meet the objective (Objective 3) of designing a project
that permanently conserves and manages resources in a configuration that contributes to future
assembly of a NCMSCP preserve. This alternative would not include recreational trails and outlooks in
the northern portion of the project site and, therefore, would not meet the goal of providing
recreational opportunities to the public (Objective 5). As this alternative does not meet a majority of
the project objectives, the proposed project is preferred.
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GP Update This alternative would develop the site as anticipated under a draft land use plan for San Diego
Consistent (see County's GP Update. This alterative assumes development of rural land totaling about 64 dwelling
Section 5.6) units and commercial and office professional development in the southeastern portion of the site on

about 65 ac, within the existing parcels. Impacts associated with the intensity of land uses, such as
impacts to air quality, noise, and mineral resources, would be greatly reduced or avoided under this
alternative. Other impacts, such as impacts to biological resources, may be different under this
alternative but would likely be significant. However, this alternative does not meet five of the six
project objectives, including 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 : This alternative does not accommodate existing and
projected demand for housing and supporting commercial uses, promote a compatible community
design, provide for meaningful conservation of biological resources, provide accessible public
recreational opportunities, or provide an economically viable planned community. This alternative
would not meet the project objectives of developing a master-planned community with a mixture of
residential product types along with supporting commercial uses, affordable multifamily units and
neighborhood parks (Objectives 1, 2, and 6). Because of probable lack of cooperation among
individual landowners, this alternative would not meet the project objective to permanently conserve
and manage a large habitat block in the Merriam Mountains west of the I-15 and to contribute a
meaningful preserve to San Diego County's draft NCMSCP (Objective 3). This alternative would not
meet the project objectives to provide recreational opportunities to the public, because trails and
outlooks would not be provided (Objective 5). Based on this analysis, the proposed project is,
therefore, preferred.

Off-Site Roadway Under this alternative, the roadway design would include placing fill over two significant cultural
Improvements along  resource sites in order to cap the cultural resources located near the intersection of Deer Springs
Deer Springs Road Road and Mesa Rock Road. This alternative would result in minimal disturbance of the cultural sites
(see Section 5.7) during construction, which would be mitigated to less than significance through data recovery. This

alternative would result in short-term significant and unavoidable noise impacts during construction of
Deer Springs Road due to construction activities occurring immediately adjacent to residences located
at the mobile home park. Construction noise adjacent to the mobile home park would exceed the
County of San Diego Noise Ordinance criterion of 75 dB during construction and will require a noise
variance, as identified under the proposed project.. This alternative would result in greater air pollutant
emissions during construction than would occur under the proposed project. Because this alternative
would result in a significant and unavoidable noise impact during construction as with the proposed
project and increased air quality impacts, the proposed project’s design for this road is preferred.

Deer Springs Road This alternative, would revise the alignment of Deer Springs Road to avoid disturbance to the home

Alignment to Avoid under construction at 1088 Deer Springs Road. In order to implement this alternative, a design
Residence at 1088 exception would be required. This alternative would result in a reduced grading footprint for the
Deer Springs Road proposed cut slope near Merriam Mountains Parkway, which results in reduced visual effects, overall
(see Section 5.8) net reduction in impacts to sensitive vegetation communities due to a reduced grading footprint, a

decrease in construction emissions as a result of a reduced grading footprint and net reduction in
impact to a significant cultural site. The improvement alternative is preferred because it would avoid
taking the house under construction at 1088 Deer Springs Road if the alignment is determined to be
feasible.

A summary comparison of unavoidable significant impacts under the proposed project with
alternative impacts for air quality, traffic, mineral resources, noise, and cultural resources is
provided below.
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